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Field Crops Newsletter:

April 2009

In General:
We are something like three weeks behind our “normal” schedule for corn planting; and in
some localities the delay is more like a whole month. This has pushed soybean planting a little later
than usual; but we are gaining ground quickly since rainfall amounts have declined during the last
two weeks. By the time our usual cotton planting push arrives around the first of May, we may be
almost back on schedule. After a shaky start, things are looking better all over the area. Let’s hope
this pattern continues.
Corn:

A lot of early March corn has required replanting, mostly as the result of poor drainage. I’ve
visited fields in which corn was planted on a well-elevated bed and found good stands except in
areas where water could not get out of the field. The combination of soil saturation and low soil
temperatures was a death sentence. The effect was so pronounced that stand failures occurred when
the planter slipped off the row for short distances. Corn can tolerate short periods of soil saturation,
as well as short periods of low temperature; but the combination of the two is more than they can
stand. Flat fields that were planted in early to mid March were generally replanted. Most poor
stands have been replanted, and are now emerging well.
As usual, since the advent of glyphosate-tolerant corn varieties, replanting has been much
more difficult than in pre-transgenic-corn times. Growers are unsure of just how much of the earlier
planting will emerge; and they are unable to effectively deal with the partial stand from the original
planting. A full complement of new seed, combined with the old plants that survive will usually
mean a stand that is too thick. This may lead to unwanted competition, complicated by the fact that
the older plants may have a height advantage as well. We all know only too well that when fields
like this are subjected to heat and moisture stress, pollination may be poor; and some stalks may not
produce an ear.
Most growers who determine that replanting is needed want to plant and spray on the same
day, or do both operations with the planter. This precludes the use of some selective grass
herbicides since the labels warn that a period of several days is needed to avoid injury to newlyemerging plants. We’ve seen good results with a Gramoxone/triazine combination in the past; and
some other methods have been tried as well. In some cases, fields were reworked in an effort to
destroy existing plants; but this method has not been entirely successful either since some of the
original plants have survived. I expect that as a result of this many fields will have erratic
populations of at least two ages of corn. Our usual summer weather may cause undue stress in these
fields unless irrigation is available.
The application of nitrogen has already begun in some localities. I suggest that when some
of the N is applied to newly emerged corn the N should be split into two applications; the second
shot being applied as late as possible without causing damage to plants. In most cases, this second

application should be done when the corn is not tall enough to touch the bar of the applicator. Also,
the second application should be equidistant between the rows to avoid root injury. By this time,
roots have extended to the middle anyway, and can access the N. As far as amounts for each
application, the best choice is probably one third early and two thirds on the second trip.
As for total amounts of nitrogen to apply, the best way to decide is to choose a realistic yield
goal and multiply that number in bushels by a factor of 1.1 on well drained sandy or silty soils. For
mixed to clay soils, the factor should be around 1.3 pounds of N per bushel of yield goal. Some
consideration may be given to the previous crop, taking advantage of carried-over N from a good
soybean crop. A figure of something like 30 pounds of N may be realistic as a benefit from the
legume crop; however a previous crop of corn may not be of much help since the decomposition of
debris will keep some of the N tied up. As for cotton, it depends upon how much N was applied,
and the resulting yield. When N was applied for a two-bale crop and only one was harvested, there
may be a 20 to 30 pound carryover that can be deducted from this year’s rate. However, common
sense suggests that if you are not confident of a carryover don’t allow for it. In fields that have
been replanted and some of the original stand has survived, a precaution may be to increase N rate
by 20 to 30 pounds per acre to help support the higher population. You have the plants; so let’s try
to give them enough N to produce. Hopefully, we will get enough rain to make it work. Where
irrigation is possible, you can probably make the higher total population produce; but in dryland
fields it’s a more serious gamble.
Another option for nitrogen in corn may be the pre-tassel application. A scenario under
which this may work well is when “conservative” nitrogen rates are applied in anticipation of
“average” yields limited by “normal” rainfall. In the event that abundant moisture becomes a
reality prior to tassel, additional N in the form of urea can be applied by air within 2 weeks of the
VT (tassel) stage to support increased yield. The rate for this application may be from 75 to 100
pounds of urea (34 to 46 pounds actual N) per acre. This practice has also been shown to increase
test weights. Where high rates of nitrogen have been applied in irrigated fields, this practice may
not be as beneficial; however it may help when N-deficiency symptoms appear prior to tassel.
(Espinoza and Kelly, Arkansas Corn and Grain Sorghum Promotion Board, 2003)
As corn emerges and achieves stands, keep a close watch for the pest that gave us so much
trouble last year – the sugarcane beetle. As you recall, we had a similar wet and cool planting
season in 2008, followed by the most severe outbreak of this insect that any of us had seen.
Monitor populations by leaving an outdoor light on at night and checking beneath it each morning.
A pan of water with a little oil in it under the light will serve as a trap. If you begin to see large
numbers of the quarter inch wide black beetles please call us ASAP.

Soybeans:

A few people have started planting beans; but the main effort will begin this week. Field
conditions and soil temperature should be good; and seed should germinate and emerge rapidly. As
I have mentioned before, we may have one more cool period near the end of the month; but it
should be brief – I hope. We don’t need the kind of nightmares we’ve experienced with corn.
Most of the seed we will plant will at least be treated with fungicides; and the portion of
planting seed treated with systemic insecticides will likely be higher than ever. These seed should
emerge like gangbusters since seed quality is generally excellent this year. There is nothing better
than a strong start to set the stage for high yields. I hope you have also laid a good foundation in
drainage and soil fertility to support the crop as it develops after emergence.

Please don’t forget the old rules about including molybdenum (moly) when soil pH is
slightly acid (6.0 and below); and include fresh inoculant unless the field has been in soybeans
within the last three years. If you have any doubt about the inoculant, put it in. Inoculant is too
important to take chances. And keep your inoculant cool (in a cooler with a frozen bottle of water
or ice) until you put it on the seed. This stuff is alive; so treat it as such.
As soon as you get a stand, begin scouting for insects that can damage young plants –
particularly threecornered alfalfa hoppers (TCAH). This little green triangular shaped insect can
girdle plants, limit the flow of nutrients and water throughout the season, and cause plants to break
off just above the soil line. This pest is especially important where low seeding rates are used, or
where poor emergence is achieved. In these situations, each soybean plant will be larger and more
prone to breaking off during the season if it is girdled early. TCAH often seems more prevalent in
no-till fields where old vegetation is present; and in situations where fields get dry during the early
growth stages. They seek out young soybean plants as a source of water, and the damage is done
quickly. Where insecticide treated seed are planted TCAH should not be a big problem; but scout
fields for them anyway.
One of the main questions being asked these days is: “If I plant a certain maturity bean,
when will it be mature?” The following chart from Dr. Ling Zhang’s work at Stoneville will get
you close to the answer, although “varieties vary” somewhat depending on several factors.

For example, you can see from the chart that a Group 4.9 variety planted between April 21 and
April 30 can be expected to be mature around September 11. That’s how it works. This can be an
important tool as we try to prevent having to harvest corn and soybeans at the same time. In this
scenario, a 118 day corn variety planted during this same time period should be dry enough to
harvest during the first week of September, weather permitting.
As for populations, we’ve discussed that dog enough already; but you know that I am
comfortable with somewhat lower populations than some of my colleagues. As a popular
commentator says – “You decide”. I believe most of us can accept something around the 100K
level under most conditions. Personally, I like more sunlight penetration to support early podset
and retention, delayed onset of diseases, and fewer “hiding places” for insects. Varietal growth
habits are of course an issue as well. Smaller plant varieties need higher populations, and larger
varieties can better deal with reduced numbers. You knew that already.

Cotton:

Cotton acreage will increase a little in some localities; but overall I expect that we will only
see a slight increase from last year. All things considered, that’s good news since at one time we
thought we might see another big drop below last year’s 360K acres in Mississippi. A drop could
still be in the cards; but at the moment I believe we may see a little gain over last year as the result
of lower prices for corn and soybeans, lower wheat acreage, and high basis charges for grains.
Another factor seems to be that people are finally beginning to consider the possibility that
the infrastructure of the cotton industry could actually go away if we don’t grow at least enough to
keep it alive in the short term. I believe we all know that cotton is the crop that fits us best; but
most people just can’t accept the idea that it can be grown with less expense. A few people have
embraced the “low input” system in the Hills; but this is just too big a change for some. True
enough, it may work better in some years than others; only the season will answer that question.
By the time I write another newsletter, I hope we have completed planting all our crops,
including cotton. Last year, we planted some cotton in June; and it yielded well. However, let’s
don’t plan to do that again. I would like to see cotton growing well by that time this year. I will
end the cotton section here, and spend more time with it next month.

Wheat:

Very few fields of wheat can match the normal level of last year’s big crop. I can’t recall
the last time I suggested that someone destroy a field of wheat in favor of planting a summer crop;
but I did just that more than once this year. Stand failure and poor weed control were the problems
with those fields. Again, drainage has been the primary problem, along with rough seeding
conditions, and another wet spring. I still don’t fully understand how we did so well last year with a
similarly wet spring; but then I’m not supposed to know everything.
Lower prices have not encouraged the level of input this year. Many wheat fields followed
corn, or were in wheat last year. A grass crop following a grass crop is not good since they draw
similarly from the soil. Diseases and insects are more severe under this set of conditions as well.
For a while, I had expected a somewhat lower level of leaf rust this year because of the
reduced acreage of wheat; however some of the fields I looked at last week proved that wrong.
Although diseases should be evaluated on a field-by-field basis, some of the leaf rust levels I saw
last week were even higher than last year. I have also seen low levels of insect damage, mainly in
the form of leaf feeding. Check your fields; and call if you need help.

In Conclusion:

Hopefully, this year will settle down to “normal” soon. So far, it’s been a rat race; but then I
guess that’s “normal” too. The big deal is to limit spending wherever possible. If we’re not very
careful, we will have the crop spent before it’s made. Pray for our country. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agronomist

